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The factors and dynamics that contribute to the rise of fuel poverty in various 

geographical contexts are gaining increasing attention among policy practitioners and 

academic scholars. Understood as a condition in which a household lacks a socially- 

and materially-necessitated level of energy services in the home (based on Buzar 

2007a) fuel poverty has been persistently present – and is often expanding – in 

developed and developing countries alike. 

 

In England, fuel-poor households are defined by the government as those needing to 

spend more than 10% of their total household income before housing costs (BHC) on 

all fuel used to heat their homes to an acceptable level (DETR, 2001). The World 

Health Organization (WHO) recommends that healthy indoor temperatures range 

between 18 and 210C (World Health Organization, 1987). According to this 

definition, about a quarter of New Zealand households are estimated to be in fuel 

poverty as a result of poor history of housing regulation, so existing houses are often 

poorly insulated and rental properties are not required to have insulation or heating. 

(Howden-Chapman et al. 2011). 

 

The extensive nature of fuel poverty in the UK largely stems from the idiosyncracies 

of its social makeup and residential buildings. Academic research on fuel poverty 

produced in this country has highlighted, inter alia, its intersections with low incomes 

(Milne and Boardman, 2000), built form and inefficient homes (Wright, 2008; Nevin, 

2010), housing tenure (Hong et al., 2009), heating systems (Walker, 2008) and socio-

demographic circumstances such as household size, gender, class or education 

(Wright, 2004; Critchley et al., 2007). Authors working in this vein have emphasized 

the above-average rates of energy and fuel poverty among older people (Ekamper et 

al., 2009), families with children (Liddell and Morris, 2010) and households with 
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disabilities, long-term illness or infirmity (Cheshire, 2009). They have explored the 

multiple health consequences of inadequately heated homes (Harrington et al., 2005), 

and their relationship with energy efficiency interventions and technical systems 

(Heyman et al., 2005; Stewart and Habgood, 2008). 

 

The Warm Homes and Energy Conservation Act, effective November 2000, has 

developed and implemented an unprecedented set of concerted policies for fuel 

poverty reduction, embodied in the 2001 UK Fuel Poverty Strategy. According to this 

document, fuel poverty reduction targets should be achieved by eliminating fuel 

poverty among ‘vulnerable’ households (older persons, sick and disabled households 

and families with children) by 2010, expanding to all households by 2016. Still, as a 

result of increasing energy prices, the proportion of all households experiencing fuel 

poverty has more than doubled over this period (DECC 2010a, 2010b). As a result the 

number of anti fuel poverty initiatives targeting the vulnerable households, such as 

Warm Front and the Winter Fuel Payments, has increased. 

 

Boardman (2010) argues that ‘raising incomes can lift a household out of poverty, but 

rarely out of fuel poverty’ as the energy inefficiency of the home is the main reason 

for fuel poverty. As a consequence, the home is expensive to heat and so some of the 

poorest people have to buy the most expensive warmth’. Fahmy at al. (2011) point out 

that spatial distribution of fuel poverty is highly sensitive to the way in which 

household incomes are measured.  They also argue that regardless the operational 

definition and measurement approach, households that needs to spend more than 10% 

of their income on energy on heating are generally not the same households as those 

in fact reporting difficulty in doing so.  

 

Fuel poverty among young people 

 

The politically highly visible focus on energy deprivation among older people 

(Wilkinson et al. 2004) has meant that other groups suffering from inadequately warm 

homes have been comparatively neglected in relevant research and policy agendas. 

Young people are not identified as a ‘vulnerable’ group in the UK Fuel Poverty 

Strategy, despite the finding that 10 per cent of households where the oldest person is 

younger than 24 are likely to fall in fuel poverty (BERR, 2004). Students in 
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particularly are rarely considered within fuel poverty debates on the grounds that their 

situation is considered only temporary (Baker et al. 2003). This is despite the fact that 

households rental properties – most common among young people - are twice more 

likely to fall in fuel poverty compared to the rest of the population (poverty.org.uk). 

Indeed, a study of university student housing in Dunedin showed that only around 30 

per cent of student residents thought that they were ‘comfortable’ in their homes 

during winter (Howden-Chapman et al. 2011), although the temperatures in 90 per 

cent of the surveyed dwellings were below recommended levels (WHO, 1987). 

 

Despite the argument that students have a low awareness about energy conservation 

and efficiency measures in the home (Clugston and Calder 1999), it has transpired 

they would not necessarily choose to live in cold homes. Members of this 

demographic group often have to make trade offs such as ‘to heat or to eat’ 

(Bhattacharya et al. 2003; Casey et al. 2006). Thermal comfort research also shows 

that the indoor environments preferred by older and younger people do not appear to 

differ among each other (Collins 1980, Howden-Chapman et al. 2011). 

 

Furthermore, a significant body of scholarship attests to the fact that economic 

inequalities among young people at school-leaving age are on the rise, while their 

opportunities for earning an independent income are decreasing (MacDonald, 1997; 

Skelton and Valentine, 1998; Katz 2004). The notion that fuel poverty among young 

people is of a transient nature has been challenged by Healy and Clinch (2004), who 

distinguish among chronic fuel-poor households and occasional sufferers. Their 

research identifies several key risk groups by conducting detailed socio-economic and 

socio-demographic analyses in the Republic of Ireland. According to their study, 

students were among the 42 per cent of fuel-poor households who suffered from long-

term fuel poverty. The two authors’ explanation for this figure is that the chronic fuel 

poverty experience of students might be a result of their modest incomes and, 

consequently, poor accommodation conditions. 
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